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     This essay is to study the Disney animation Mulan, released on video in 1998, as a work of translation and 
transgression. In Translation Studies, Susan Bassnett indicates that the term “translation” is pertaining to a “particular 
special activity, since it enables a text to continue a life in another context,” which is thus “a highly charged, 
transgressive activity.” Andre Lefevere’s concept of translation, more directly, is termed as “refraction,” meaning a 
compromise between two language systems. Both of them treat translation as the liberating power, no longer bound to 
how faithful and how equivalent a translated text is to its source text. In emphasis on translation as movement beyond, 
two components (functional and inventory) are useful to examine how a translation estranges, re-socializes and 
re-writes the original. In this situation, what a “liberating” translation has done is to transgress the original’s authority 
(i.e., its authenticity). Transgression as a threatening force to the original therefore indicates a new creation of crossing 
border/order, between sexes, races and languages.  Based on these conceptions, I first analyze the discourse of gender 
and ethnicity in the Disney-directed Mulan, and secondly to examine its textual tension to the Chinese original through 
Mulan’s three masquerades. Being a source text/language, the legend of Hua Mulan as a cultural icon in the Chinese 
legacy seems to continue a new life to another context, but in the Disney’s secondary transgressive manner. 
 
摘   要 
    本論文以迪士尼動畫 Mulan (1998 年出品)為例，討論現今翻譯和僭越在文學創作上的關係。根據 Susan 
Bassnett 在《翻譯研究》(Translation Studies) 的解釋，翻譯是使一文本在另一文本延續生命的特殊活動，翻譯
也因此而成為一種僭越的實踐。 而 Andre Lefevere 更進一步用 “轉折” (refraction)來定義文學上的翻譯，是一種













     Translation and transgression are the two key terms I am to combine in my study of the Disney-produced Mulan1.  
According to Susan Bassnett’s “Towards Translation Studies” in her Comparative Literature, translation is “a particular 
special activity, since it enables to continue a life in another context” (151), which is “a highly charged, transgressive 
activity” (161). Featured as a no-longer innocent and invisible activity, Bassnett’s translation studies not only turn a 
work of translation into a process of “rewriting” but also draw more attentions on “the position of receiving culture in 
relation to source text cultures” (161). This position is divided into four categories, according to four general areas of 
interest2 (Translation Studies 16-17). Through its translator’s liberating the confines of the source language, a work of 
translation is attributed here as live and creative as the original author and text, which is thus inter-cultural and 
inter-temporal communication (9). 
     With the same emphasis on the translator’s liberating power, Andre Lefevere defines the activity of translation by 
the word “refraction” in his “Mother Courage’s Cucumbers: Text, System and Refraction in a Theory of Literature.”  
As he clarified and developed, a refraction indicates a poet’s adaptation of literature – “a kind of exposure” to be 
achieved by a writer’s “misunderstandings and misconceptions” (234). Being linked with the literary system, refraction 
from a poet or a writer demonstrates another kind of code of behavior (different from the literary system); due to this, 
readers have to distinguish an “inventory component” from a “functional component” (236), and from where we find 
that languages reflect different cultures, and translations, therefore, “always contain attempts to naturalize the different 
cultures” (236-7). 
A refraction, (whether it is translation, criticism, historiography) which tries to carry a work of literature 
over from one system into another, represents a compromise between two systems and is, as such, the 
perfect indicator of the dominant constraints in both systems. The gap between the two hierarchies of 
constraints explains why certain works do not “take,” or enjoy at best an ambiguous position in the system 
they are imported into. (237) (my emphasis) 
To Lefevere, it is necessary to misunderstand and even to mis-adapt when translating literature, because by doing so, it 
is possible to distinguish the different languages and represents the “compromise.” With this, translation as a writing of 
compromise requires no “fidelity” or “equivalence” but a meaningful rewriting. In this study, “Song of Mulan” (木蘭
詩), as a source text, provides some “functional components” which the Disney Mulan has refracted them into its 
“inventory components.” The two kinds of components, in evaluating a text of refraction, make readers easier to know 
how transgressive the literary subject (“Mulan”) has adapted and exposed. 
 
I. 
     As a work of translation, the Disney animation Mulan is modified and inspired from the Chinese legend of 
Mulan’s being a military substitute for her father (木蘭代父從軍3) in South-and-North Dynasty (南北朝)4. In the 
Chinese folksong, the female hero Mulan has been portrayed with masculinity and femininity5. With the two faces of 
Mulan, a discourse of the ancient Chinese gender system is involved to the tribal warfare between the Hans (大漢) and 
the Huns (匈奴). Her voluntary will to take her father’s military place makes the whole story; therefore, her “domestic” 
situation makes sense in two ways.  First, she is the only alternative in her family. Beautiful or not, her will and honor 
in war field ends her story gloriously (歸來見天子，天子坐明堂，策勳十二轉，賞賜百千強6). Secondly, her 
masquerade7in being a military officer blinds her male mates in army (雌兔腳撲朔，雄兔眼迷離，兩兔傍地走，安
能辨我是雄雌8), including the Chinese emperor. In other words, her warrior image not merely draws on what a 
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son/man should be; what’s more, her “transgression” (daughter to warrior) attracts the Chinese in understanding her 
historical background (South-and-North Dynasty (南北朝) with the endless wars) as well as the intention of her author9. 
Through the two messages, Mulan, as an ethnical s/hero (巾幗英雄), means much in her capability to defend her 
country as a son/man does; as a legendary female, Mulan is thus a “war” creation, a “Han-made” woman warrior – to 
the nomadic people (五胡, the five barbarian tribes from the North, invading China in the 5th century). That is to say, 
Mulan’s gender transgression is permitted “of and for” war in the source text. And a female’s transgression (excess) is 
permitted only when she is able to protect herself from being recognized by those “dangerous/erotic” “male hares” (雄
兔眼迷離). And most importantly, she is self-conscious to blind her military mates (安能辨我是雄雌) (my emphasis) 
before and after the warfare, from where she will then be identified/seen as a shero. In the original, Hua Mulan has no 
problem in her identification and how to fit herself in the “son-served” army; she has been already self-identified before 
taking her father’s place and receiving the emperor’s grant. Liu Dah-chieh (劉大杰) in the History of Chinese 





(What portrayed in the “Song of Mulan” is a girl of brilliance and energy. Her tone of life is full of passions. 
Being a girl coming from the northern Mainland China, she sings a new song we never heard. Of the 
Chinese classics, she represents a vivid and archetypal woman with heroic characterization. However, 
behind her comic notes lies the tragic rhymes. (345) 
Liu’s point, in Chinese, is meaningful in identifying Mulan as a figure of masculinity and femininity, whose voice is 
both comic and tragic. If we accept that the name “Mulan” serves the Chinese semiotic of social gender, then its 
ideological level represented in the Disney Mulan as Fa Ping (花平, “peace” and “settlement” in denotation) is 
equivalent and authentic for Hua Mulan’s characterization in the original is actually “liberating,” or transgressive. Her 
“open secret” is her biological sex; the truth is her being a female in body but a real warrior in battle. The Disney’s 
introduction of Mulan in its website, however, directs to another kind of interpretation and pre-evaluation. 
Mulan doesn’t seem to fit in her world. Everything a proper young Chinese girl is supposed to be – graceful, 
demure, quiet – she is not. But when her homeland and family are threatened by an invasion of bloodthirsty 
Huns, Mulan runs away to join the army in her father’s place. There she learns that her courage, intelligence, 
and determination offer her a way bring honor to her family and herself.  
(http://disney.go.com/vault/archives/characters/mulan/mulan.html.) 
Here we may say that the Disney Mulan, in parallel to the Chinese Mulan legend, one crucial message refracted out and 
mis-adapted is the motif of Mulan’s transgression in the military and political context. To the Disney author, women and 
political oppression are prior to be connected to achieve transgression as a threatening force and the heroine’s existence 
(her identity). As a result, the hypothesis is fully liberated through the three characters (Fa Ping (花平), Li Shang (李翔) 
and Shan Yu (單于)). And they act out and perform the Chinese-written description “the emperor’s granting Hua’s 
military credits” (賞賜百千強) in the source text, so Mulan is re-contextualized on a female’s repression and anxiety 
from the feminist perspective.  Like Belle in Beauty and Beast or Ariel in the Little Mermaid, Mulan in Mulan is 
portrayed to be an outsider in the beginning and insider through her marriage-finale, which made the inside and the 
outside limits are being tested and re-stabilized.  Within here, the motif of gender transgression (of a character) 
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elevates the story to a work of transgression, which makes the Disney-translated Mulan, a new and totally 
feministic-styled creation. Based on this, two groups of characters are illustrative to demonstrate the Disney 
transgressiveness. One, as mentioned above, is related to the war fair, including Fa Ping, Li Shang, and Shan Yu. The 
other belongs to Disney’s invention/creativity, including Grandma, Mushu (木須) and Crikee (蟋蟀), which makes the 
subject of the shero’s identity in its fullest extension. All are refracted from the Chinese archetypal Hua Mulan. If we 
assume, therefore, if the Chinese legend has aroused a crisis of family and society relations, then what the Disney 
Mulan as a writing of compromise has estranged and re-socialized is the universally patriarchal ideology. And, the 
concept of masquerade, now as a fundamental relation to a girl’s identity, is informed by a wider cross-cultural insight.  
     That is, the crisis of “family values” experienced by Mulan and her father is not, as some on the political would 
have it, caused by the Huns, but by conflicts of private interests in the outside/mainstream society. Mulan in the Chinese 
folksong has nothing to do with the marriage issue or her physical beauty. She in the Chinese legacy, ironically, turns 
into a standard and symbol of filial piety, national loyalty and courage (忠孝勇). With the emphasis, the Disney 
recognizes Mulan as a signifier of the crisis, who challenges her own integrities (or virtues) and jeopardizes her private 
relationships (the marriage is the foremost). Mulan’s military name “花平” (Fa Ping) with her father “花弧” (Fa Zhou) 
is fully connoted and developed. Her Chinese family name “Hua” (花) is literally cohesive to the image of “flower” and 
blossom, which are fit to the feminine images in both the Chinese and the western cultures. The Chinese character “平” 
(“ping”), in plot, is denoted with peace and military settlement, as mentioned. But more importantly, it is a homonym to 
a vase (花瓶)10. As to her father’s name Zhou (弧) “bow,” a weapon for archers, is renamed as a new character11. The 
two new names are not only “faithful” to the original but also support the animation to a typical romance in the west. 
With the “estranged” perspective, the Disney Mulan provides new comparative readings by liberating the thematic 
emphasis. The body of Mulan (through her masquerades) consequently shows how the dominant is submitted (or 
castrated) and how a woman is successfully transgressed. In fact, Mulan’s love is well constructed under the concern of 
her marriage initiation and then moved, in parallel, with the war process. This love relationship is surely political and 
“bodily” (and gendered), intensified by Mulan’s three masquerades. To the Chinese, it keeps refractive, but to the 
westerners, it is sort of a romantic comedy (similar to the role of Viola or Portia in the Shakespearean plays). 
     Three masquerades in Mulan as the Disney’s movement beyond (i.e., transgression) outgrows a whole-scaled 
interest of gender and ethnicity. The first takes place in the beginning. Mulan’s mother and grandma prepare for Mulan’s 
debut12. Interestingly, we do not know whom she is to be matched, nor do we see “his” image. We just know Mulan has 
to pass the matching exam, so she will be honorable. If not, she is a failure and shame. In the process, we meet Crikee 
(蟋蟀), assigned with her grandma’s blessing, distracts Mulan and reveals Mulan’s notes on arms (小抄). The notes, 
saying the traditional Chinese virtues (obedience, calmness and silence(三從四德13))for virgin females; all indicate the 
way how the patriarchal society modifies women, and this is the first and most crucial mask/masquerade Mulan has to 
put on.  
     The second masquerade lies in her warrior costume, which used to be her father’s outfit. The father’s outfit 
illustrates and symbolizes more in the father-to-son heritage and tradition (similar to the primogeniture). The warrior 
image ensures Mulan’s filial obligation to her father14. Being an old man, her father keeps faithful and royal to the 
Chinese Emperor, but Mulan is his only choice to keep the warrior (or imperial) spirit/virtue. However, one point 
interesting is Fa Zhou’s (花弧) words toward Mulan after she failed to pass the matching exam. 
   This one (flower) is late. I’ll bet when it blooms, it will  
       be the most beautiful of all. 
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The image of blooming flower figuratively expresses to a maiden’s virginity and Mulan’s doubts on her physical 
attraction (her “reflection”). It is her father’s utterance to encourage her to wait patiently and be self-confident, which 
re-characterizes (or feminizes) Fa Zhou from the one who is too old to fight in the original. 
The third masquerade is designed in fighting with Shan Yu (單于15) in the Chinese palace. Mulan’s three army 
mates in the concubines’ dress, who are supposed to be a Man under Captain Shang’s (李翔) instruction (“I’ll make a 
man out of you), win the fight not by what they have trained, but by Mulan’s “woman” work. Mulan in this masquerade 
re-substitutes Li Shang, in addition to being in her father’s place, the new commander, which makes what Li despises 
on those “daughter-like” men (or men of castration in the feministic perspective) a new carnival/ comic transgression. 
   You’re the saddest bunch I ever met 
   But you can bet  
before we’re through  
Mister, I’ll make a man 
out of you. . . . 
    
          You’re a spinless, pale pathetic lot 
   And you haven’t got a clue 
   Somehow I’ll make a man out of you. 
Li’s words announce that men, like Fa Ping (花平) in the patriarchal China, are required to be taught with rules.  
Tranquil as a forest 
But on fire within  
Once you find your center 
You are sure to win 
 
We must be swift as the coursing river 
With all the force of a great typhoon 
With all the strength of a raging fire 
Mysterious as the dark side of the moon. 
In other words, he is instructing them how to wear a “masculine” mask (warrior strength). But how about himself? Is he 
born a heroic knight or a nurtured representative of the Chinese “chivalry,” articulating for the glorious tradition? 
Through the above three masquerades, the Disney Mulan is moved beyond the original and filmed as a new story, 
whose subject of quest is developed from Mulan’s gender transgression to Captain Li’s castration complex and to Shan 
Yu’s political/colonial invasion. This is the systematic refraction paralleled with the Disney romantic comedy. 
     That is, Disney’s translation (re-writing the Mulan song), in re-contextualizing the oriental story, starts from 
Mulan’s test for marriage and ends with her marriage with Li Shang (李翔). Here, Hua Mulan’s military transgression is 
turned into her masquerades and is skillfully re-placed in the Bakhtinian tradition of romance16: an adventurous story of 
a female hero in disguise/masquerade. Within this new-framed episode, Mulan’s grandma in animation plays an 
influencing and articulating role in revealing the ambition of women in the old Chinese society. We might say that the 
new-created grandma is both functional and inventory; part of her role remains patriarchal and phallus (to ask for a 
blessing amulet for Mulan for good fortune, represented by the cricket, Crickee); part of her psyche reveals a desire for 
a new husband (when seeing Mulan back home with Li Shang, she said, “sign me off for the next year”). The two parts 
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are out of the source text17, and from where the “hilarious” Mushu (木須), as Disney’s “powerful Guardian spirit,” is 
born from the Hua Ancestors’ house (花家祠堂), which leads the film to a further development, and works out, to me, 
the Bakhtinian carnivalization18. Like Mulan’s grandma, part of his role is a “deformed/disguised” bodyguard to protect 
Mulan from dangers; part of his articulation reveals his desire to regain the respect and honor from the Hua ancestors. 
His intervention, again, is out of the source text, and from him, another new character Crickee is developed and twined. 
Crickee, instead of blessing Mulan in her life-or-death marriage test, distracts Mulan more; he is a somewhat carnival 
character like Mushu. But he encodes Grandma’s blessing for Mulan’s marriage to maintain the motif of transgression.  
All the three new characters are inventory in “Disneyizing” the Mulan legend and entertaining the audience the pleasure 
of transgression. The role of Mushu is indeed carnival, refractive and thereby transgressive, for he, portrayed as a lizard, 
was a dragon but turned into a mini-dragon due to his faults in destroying the head of the Great Stone Dragon.  Like a 
black nanny, he takes care of Mulan along with the army. His role is both feminized and demonized, both profane and 
sacred19. As we accept that the Disney Mulan is a writing of compromise, the Chinese legend has been externalized to 
provide and continue a language of transgression.  
     That is to say, the characterizations of Grandma, Crickee and Mushu are inventory components to the Chinese 
readers. All are refracted from Mulan’s role of woman as warrior. And they lead the Disney-translated romantic comedy 
to a more westernized (or whitened) myth than a representation of the Chinese “knowledge.”20 We may say that 
Mulan’s three masquerades as the Disney’s writing of compromise, in structure, therefore exploit the female body to 
gender and social issues to political levels. Female identity and sexuality threaten the masculinized army (maintained by 
Captain Li’s “rules”). While Fa Ping cannot convince Li to defeat Shan Yu who would become the only crisis to the 
Chinese patriarchal authority, Fa Ping succeeds through disobeying Li’s command, thus usurping the patriarchal power: 
a woman of transgression vs. a man of castration.  
     We might say that, Mulan, a Disney-refracted romance, works a secondary transgression from estranging the 
transgression motif in the source text to the feministic discourse and then re-write the Chinese girl to the westernized 
context. Keeping an eye on the feministic masquerade as well as Mulan’s warrior spirit, what the Disney-characterized 
Mulan has misled is her self-confidence attributed to the Chinese original. To transgress is not short of confidence but 
complete of masquerades. Hua Mulan as daughter in disguise in the Chinese original is now dealt with (first) a daughter 
of anxiety and (secondly) a girl of bravery in Mulan. 
 
II. 
     The characterization of Li Shang (李翔), as mentioned, is basically contextualized with the western tradition of 
romance. In contrast with Mulan’s marriage-as-identity issue, Li Shang’s “fight-as-hero” subject continues the norm of 
quest for truth in romance. In the animation, we not only see his heroic image (handsome, young, masculine, 
courageous, royal and loyal) through the gazes of Mulan as well as his comrades, his quest for truth is also shown in his 
“masculine” bias towards woman (he wants to kill Mulan after knowing Mulan’s “daughter” “body” (女兒身), but later 
he forgives her for the sake that Fa Ping (花平) once saved his life). 
     The masculinity of Shan Yu (單于), in contrast to Li Shang’s, develops the Disney’s romantic comedy to a muted 
and gothic narrative. He is more muscular; he is an anthropoid creature, with eagle-like eyes and ape-like body shape. 
As a political/colonial other to the Chinese, his “bloodthirsty” threat of crossing the Wall (invasion) is crystal clear. And 
his Hunnish blood is different from the Hans (漢族). As a new indicator from different cultures, he is deceivable (by the 
three “ugly” concubines) and less intelligent than the Hans (at least less than Fa Ping(花平)). Therefore, in concern of 
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tribal fixity and stereotype, Shan Yu represents a racial other, and his invasion is politically “wrong,” and the Hans has 
to fight for “right,” virtue and justice. His invasion (as a geo-political transgression), in fact, is the colonial issue 
mentioned in the source text. Either he or the Han Emperor has to defeat. The two sides never come to a political 
compromise to each other; the subject “honor” in the original is consequently externalized from the domestic (gender) 
to the inter-tribal (ethnicity). All the conflicts, in this moment, are male affairs.  
     Li Shang’s crisis, thematically, is twofold: with Shan Yu’s invasion and with Mulan’s transgression (Fa Ping花平). 
The two sides, in fact, go on the masquerade issue developed by the Disney cinema, which reveals men’s misogyny 
complex, including Shan Yu. Shan Yu seems to be more wrathful after knowing Fa Ping (花平) is a girl; Li Shang 
finally admits Mulan has done a “good” job after Shan Yu is defeated. In this film, Li Shang and Shan Yu respectively 
demonstrate different conflicts/anxieties from Mulan’s. As a “traditional” Chinese girl, Mulan may have some doubts, 
but she is still a “good” girl. Her fight is marriage, which is her do-or-die issue. 
   Look at me I will never pass for a perfect bride 
   Or a perfect daughter 
   Can it be I’m not meant to play this part? 
To be a perfect bride and a perfect daughter makes Mulan’s life, to be placed on the Chinese patriarchal society. Though 
she defeats Shan Yu and has a chance to be a member of the Emperor’s chambers21, she does not accept because she has 
to go home. This, again, shows Mulan’s “virtues” (三從四德) and separates her “officially” (or politically) from the 
male’s world (no longer transgression). This is a female compromise as well as honor she and her family wish for. But 
how about the male compromise? Listen to the soldiers’ songs: 
    But when we come home in victory they’ll line up  
    At the door. What do we want? 
    A girl worth fighting for. 
This is really a medieval knight’s voice (fighting for a beauty). The idea of “beauty” may be culturally different but all 
are “good and virtuous” – under the frame of “三從四德”. Besides, these males’ dreams are fairy ones: “to get married 
with a princess and live in happy days forever.” With this dream, they fight for. Li Shang is, not better than them, 
another dreamer, too. 
     If we inquiry “what does Li Shang want?”, then the answer is no surprise: “ a girl worth fighting for.” His honor 
(to marry Mulan) represents another compromise hidden in the Mulan story (雄兔眼迷離) but passed through the 
Disney translator’s cultural pre-evaluation (or romance cliché). The marriage of Li Shang and Mulan is, in point of fact, 
well-intervened and re-placed under the “grand narrative,” as the song illustrated.  
   Men want girls with good taste, calm, obedient, 
   Who work fast-paced with good breeding, and a tiny-waist 
   You’ll bring honor to us all. 
   We all must serve our Emperor who guards us from the Huns 
   A man by bearing arms, a girl by bearing sons. 
This song sings for the gendered/patriarchal tradition; this is “honorable” incorporation of the two sexes – hidden 
behind in the source text. As Ding Ing (丁嬰) states, Mulan’s masquerade makes the song a brilliant achievement. Male 





[“Song of Mulan”] is a story singing a female hero Mulan who takes her father’s place in army. In structure, 
the first sixteen lines describe Mulan’s preparation to go to the army. The next twelve lines record her 
bravery to the war field; her glorious return to the hometown is delineated in the next sixteen lines. What 
follows is the emperor’s grant to her military credits, and in the last four lines, the poet’s metaphor [of the 
female hare among the male ones] celebrates Mulan’s military replacement to a work of female 
transgression. (Anthology of the Chinese Poetry 360-361) 
If the original is to sing a female’s successful transgression and the Disney translation is to rhythm the man-warrior’s 
“fight for beauty,” then who fights for the country? and why fights? 
 
III. 
Shan Yu: Bow to me! 
            Emperor: No matter how the wind howls, the mountains can not bow to it.  
 
     The old Chinese Emperor22 in Mulan, to me, is Confucius-like, who represents the whole Chinese culture (儒家) 
to the westerners. And in certain extension, he is a functional as well as supporting character similar to Mulan’s father: 
both are representative of the Chinese patriarchy and legacy; both are not so masculine/muscular as Shan Yu (單于). 
Therefore, his royal image, in contrast to the barbarian king/invader23, is portrayed to be more feminine and more 
“civilized.” The Emperor’s forgiveness of Mulan and his bloom metaphor to Captain Shang prove his “virtuous” judge. 
   (To Mulan) You deceive your commending officer; dishonor  
the Chinese army; destroy my palace; and you have saved us  
all. . . . Take this (golden rings), so your family will know  
what you have done for me. And this (Shan Yu’s sword), so the  
world will you what you have done for China.  
  
(To Li Shang) Now the bloom. . .  is the most red and beautiful  
of all. You don’t meet a girl like that every dynasty. 
The above “courtly” lecture continues the Disney’s earlier refraction. First, he ensures his own “imperial” authority: this 
is the honor Mulan looking for, from her home, to the army, to the war field, and then to the palace. This honor, at that 
moment, is shared with Li Shang, who is the “man” and “son” in body and reality, and most notably, shared with his 
“children” (子民) as the jury. Secondly, the Emperor, in contrast with Shan Yu’s role of a threatening invader, is more 
intelligent and more “democratic.” He “compromises” Li Shang to Mulan by granting Mulan honor and suggesting him 
to marry her. In this stage, Mulan’s place taking (or violation) is announced “not guilty” while Li Shang is thus sexually 
awakened. In other words, the death of Shan Yu (單于) sustains the Emperor’s authority and his land is thus defended. 
Obviously, all his powers are out of the Disney’s “compromising” imagination, or the Disney politics24. 
My Children, Heaven smiles down upon the Middle Kingdom: China will sleep safely tonight and to 
our brave warriors.  
In this ground, we can say that the role of the Emperor, granting Mulan’s transgression to her marriage with Li Shang, 
compromises all the Chinese folks in war, and these “children,” represented by Mulan and Li Shang as an entity of 
daughters and sons, fulfill the Emperor’s story (or History). Like the role of Mulan, the Emperor is “good” for he brings 
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“honor” not through violence but “virtues.” The romance, in this “compromising” moment, comes to an end due to the 
Emperor’s “virtuous” tradition (中庸之道).  
     In contrast to the Emperor’s compromise, Shan Yu’s authority and invasion seem to be less systematically 
delineated in this animation of refraction. That is, he and his army are always set in a marginal place. In the very 
beginning, the Huns are surrounding the imperial capital; later they fight on the wild land full of snow and rocks. Their 
colors (in costume and in topography) are less painted (white, gray and black) than the brilliance in the Hans. Being a 
colonial other, his lonely image contrasts with the people-crowded Emperor. He is thereby gothic and demonized. 
Indeed, we have no chance to see their tents or palaces. In contrast with the paradise-like, politically-virtuous Chinese 
palace, the whole image of Shan Yu’s tribe seems to have been unfairly treated and drawn. Like the original, we know 
“可汗大點兵”25 but have no idea “to whom” those soldiers and officers are ready to fight. The main reason is because 
he failed to transgress (or move beyond) the Wall. At the last scene, he is projected by the “Mushu canon” – to another 
marginal place. All in all, he and the Huns are the dark continent we barely explore and might hardly interrogate. 
     Good or bad, Mulan is directed by the Disney cinematograph, which re-writes the Chinese woman warrior to a 
story of female identity, mixing the “white” romance culture and some “misunderstanding” compromises. Some 
compromises are, in Edward Said’s terminology, orientalistic26, but necessary to Lefevere’s and Bassnett’s translation 
studies. For instance, we Chinese do worship our family ancestors (“Bai-Bai” 拜拜); we worship them with the incense 
(香); we are a people of tea drinking; we wear some blessing amulet (護身符) as Mulan’s grandma does; we do 
celebrate festivals with firecrackers; we do believe that we are the generation of Dragon (龍的傳人); we do say and 
hear “南無阿彌陀佛27” in daily life. What’s more, we do read such philosophical sentences as “No matter how the wind 
howls, the mountains can not bow to it” (山不因風動), and the emperor calls his people “children” (子民) in the 
Chinese classics. These are the fixed/stereotyped Chinese custom/ culture to the westerners. 
     However, we never grill the dumpling (水餃) as Mushu does; we never typewrite as Crikee does; we seldom eat 
one big bowl of rice as Mulan’s father does; nor do we ride a panda; never do we associate lizard with the deformed (or 
punished) dragon! Shan Yu’s face (a typical “black” face in the Chinese opera (國劇黑臉)), in fact, means “loyalty and 
honest.” What’s more, few fathers in the ancient China could be close enough to give their daughters a hog as Fa Zhou 
has done; not to mention a Chinese daughter’s embracing with her father, needless to say to the Emperor! It is also 
impossible for a Chinese daughter to see their parents’ intimacy. Moreover, no emperor in Chinese history bowed to a 
“brave” girl! All are the Disney’s western-ideologically translation and semiotics. These “transgressions” are not 
“Chinese,” which we might re-name as “the new white’s invasion.” That is, if we want to re-evaluate these 
“mis-interpretations” to be the western “transgressive” invasion/march, under the name of film adaptation, then we’d 
better ask why they do the refractive translation? May we insist that there is some racial bias in re-drawing the Chinese 
(holy) dragon as a nanny-like, talkative lizard, where the Bakhtinian laughter might be aroused? in re-placing the 
Chinese ancestors as good-for-nothing spirits? in equally carnivalizing Shan Yu’s eagle as a Mongol barbecue (蒙古烤
肉)28? How could Captain Li be double-faced with the Chinese Kung-Fu (功夫) and castration complex? 
 
IV. 
     In the “Other Question: Stereotype, Discrimination and the Discourse of Colonialism,” Bhabha believes that the 
stereotype must “always be in excess of what can be empirically proved or logically construed” (66), and the stereotype 
turns the colonial subject into a “misfit.” 
The stereotype is not a simplification because it is a false representation of a given reality. It is a 
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simplification because it is an arrested, fixated form of representation that, in denying the play of difference 
(with the negation through the Other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation of the subject in 
significations of psychic and social relations. (75) 
Bhabha’s stereotype as a false representative involves also “a non-repressive form of knowledge that allows for the 
possibility of simultaneously embracing two contradictory beliefs, one official and one secret, one archaic and one 
progressive, one that allows the myth of origins, the other articulates difference and division (Location of Culture 80). 
Through my study, I’d like to admit that the Disneyized Mulan, though a work with some “serious” misunderstandings, 
successfully refracts and complicates its original and its literary depth. The legend of Mulan is not only developed to the 
westernized romance but also externalized to some carnival elements/possibilities hidden behind the original.29 If this 
refraction is part of the Disney politics, then the act of translation, as Alverez and Vidal have notified, is different from 
“translating,” which is highly political. 
If we are aware that translating is not merely passing from one text to another, translating words from one 
container to another, but rather transporting, one entire culture to another with all that this entails, we realize 
just how important it is to be conscious of the ideology that underlies a translation. It is essential to know 
what the translator has added, what he has left out, the words he has chosen, and how he has placed them. 
Because behind every one of his selections there is voluntary act that reveals his history and the 
socio-political milieu that surrounds him; in other words, his own culture. (“Translating: a Political Act” 5) 
The act of translation, through their descriptions, is extended to two levels. One is textual and the other ideological. One 
is containing while the other is transporting. As an act of selection, selection of word and expression, translation thereby 
manipulates what is to be translated. In this “manipulating” ground, both a translator and the original text are under 
concerned, not on how a translation is accurate/equivalent, but on how a translator is preparing to re-represent. Like 
Bassnett indicates, that we are compelled to recognize the role of translator plays “in reshaping texts,” “a role that is far 
from innocent, and is very visible indeed” (“The Meek or the Mighty” 23). That is to say, due to his act of translation as 
an authorial manipulation/stratification, a translator ensures the life of the text and guarantees its survival (Alvarze and 
Vidal 6).  In the Disney Mulan, due to its transgressive and “selective” translation, we are forced to re-investigate its 
“authenticity.” In short, behind the Disney’s retelling the Chinese legend, behind the English (or Disney-made) version, 
Mulan as a work of translation and compromise is allowed to invoke a kind of the post-colonial debate30 on the source 
text/body with the translator’s secondary transgression.  
A translator’s refractions of a source text have analogues in the choices a minority-culture writer makes in 
representing the home culture, for no culture can be represented in any literary text, just as no source text 
can be fully represented in a translation. Selectivity is essential to the construction of any piece of literature, 
particularly when the intended audience includes readers who are unfamiliar with the cultural subject. Not 
everything in a post-colonial cultural metatext can be transposed in a literary format; just as literary 
translations are typically simpler than their source texts, so post-colonial authors of necessity simplify the 
cultural fields they write about. (“Post-colonial Writing and Literary Translation” (23) (my emphasis) 
But as Andre Lefevere in his “Composing the Other” pinpoints, that “the most pressing task in translating between 
cultures is “the gradual elimination,” “of the category of analogy, as pernicious as it is, initially, necessary” (78). Taking 
the Chinese T’ang poetry as his example, Lefevere explains that we shall have to “tell the readers of our translations 
(what T’ang poetry is really like), by means of introductions, the detailed analysis of selected texts, and such. And, he 
concludes that “[w]e shall, therefore, have to learn to skip the leap we often call ‘of imagination’ but which could be 
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much more aptly called ‘of imperialism’” (78). With less confidence as he has in defining translation as refraction, 
Lefevere seems to revise the “misunderstanding,” which, in fact, requires a textual reading/equality first, and then allow 
to be a refraction to the receiving readers. Indeed, as Bassnett states, the relationship of equality between the source text 
and the target text shall be not ignored but rethought. 
In the new, post-colonial perception of the relationship between source and target texts, that inequality of 
status has been rethought. Both original and translation are now viewed as equal products of the creativity 
of writer and translator. . . . It is up to the writer to fix words in an ideal, unchangeable form and it is the 
task of the translator to liberate those words from the confines of their source language and allow them to 
live again in the language into which they are translated. In consequence, the old arguments about the need 
to be faithful to an original start to dissolve. (“Preface to the Third Edition” to Translation Studies 5). 
 
     In this paper, I have analyzed the extension and movement of gender and ethnicity in the Disney Mulan, from 
where I found two refractions (by grouping the Disney’s characterizations) to illustrate its textual tension with the 
original. Through the two groups of characterizations (Mulan’s grandma-Mushu-Crikee; Fa Ping-Li Shang-Shan Yu), a 
“westernized” romance narrative is dominated to re-tell the Hua Mulan’s legend of transgression to the Disney Mulan. 
Hua Mulan’s body as a verbal signifier encodes a new cultural movement, and her three masquerades (anxiety and 
bravery; honor and dishonor; concealing and revealing) performed in the Disney Mulan relate directly to the attitudes of 
her image, the strategies of the Disney narrative and the placing of the reader that inform the whole “translation” of this 
animation. What the Disney translation has focused is re-socialization by a “compromise” of bicultural perspective – 
individual and communal, Chinese and American – that redefines the “authenticity” in the original, whose innovation 
always re-inscribes itself on any liminal ground of cultural re-writing. 
     Starting and working with Mulan’s three masquerades, we then realize how the newly made text echoes with the 
source text to its social collectiveness and its political ideology.  Mulan’s song of “Reflection” and Li Shang’s song of 
“I’ll Make Man out of You” sustain the patriarchal/gendered teachings. The Chinese Emperor’s matchmaking Mulan 
and Li Shang, on the other hand, doubly achieves the thematic significance of Honor, which fulfills the Disney’s 
cultural compromise.  If we want to ask: is Mulan Chinese/oriental or American/orientalistic? We may say that, if the 
Chinese imperialism in this film is represented by Captain Li (standing for the Chinese military power and heroism) and 
by the Emperor (standing for the political authority against Shan Yu), then the Disney-released work of translation owns 
a no-longer innocent and invisible activity, as Bassnett has indicated. By making such an “other” legend, the Disney 
animation industry, like Shan Yu and his army, transgress to the oriental/Chinese legacy, but with success, like Mulan’s. 
By re-writing the Mulan legend, Disney’s transgression and refraction are not less hidden than Mulan’s “Reflection,” 
performed in the finale with the Disney-trademarked cliché moral: true to your heart.  
   True to your heart 
   You must be true to your heart 
   That’s when the heavens will part 
   And baby, show you with my love 
   Open your eyes 
   Your heart can tell you no lies. 
After all, the truth only lies in a frame of “Disney-“land”.” One thing we cannot compromise is that: this can never be 
true that Mulan is a liar, a “human” beauty (making notes in her arms and shooting an arrow with an apple in practice), 
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1  The English quotations here are from the Disney animation Mulan, released on video in 1998 and re-published on 
DVD in 2004, directed by Barry Cook and Tony Bancroft. 
2  Bassnett’s four categories are helpful for my study of translation and transgression. Obviously, the Disney Mulan is 
more adapted from the Chinese “Song of Mulan” than done an English-written duplicate. Such an adaptation, if viewed 
as the Disney’s creative way to represent the oriental story in the western mode (or literary system), offers at least two 
possibilities to deal with (or interpret). One is related to the post-colonial study on the power relation between source 
and target texts; the other is similar to Bassnett’s fourth category, “loosely called Translation and Poetics,” “including 
investigation of the particular problems of translation poetry, theatre texts or libretti and the affiliated problem of 
translation for the cinema,” and “studies of the interrelationship between SL and TL texts and author-translator-reader” 
(Translation Studies 17). Without doubt, what the Disney cinema (the translator) has performed, in Bassnett’s words, 
continues the story of Mulan to another context. 
3  本論文中文部分以＜木蘭詩＞為主 (<<中國歷代詩選>>，宏業出版社，丁嬰編選)，和上海古籍出版社的刻
本<<忠孝勇烈奇女傳>>為輔 (由台灣漢源出版社再版成 <<忠孝勇烈木蘭傳>>)。引用原文和中文評論部份，以
中文呈現；如有必要，則再加上英文譯文。 







6  Literally, the message states that, Hua Mulan finally defeated the Huns and went back to see her Emperor, who, 
sitting in the center of his palace, was to grant Hua’s military credits. 
7  The concept of masquerade applied in this paper specifically follows Joan Riviere’s “womanliness as masquerade,” 
with the assistance of Judith Butler’s and Bakhtin’s concepts of body. Both Riviere and Butler treat “female body” with 
the material and potentially transgressive energy.  To Riviere, behind the mask of womanliness always lies something 
else while Bulter in her introduction of Bodies that Matter more evidently indicates that “body” to be a “process of 
materialization that stablizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity and surface” (9). To her, the matrix of 
gender relations is “prior to the emergence of the “human” (7), and when a girl is girled, the naming has brought into 
the domain of language and kinship through the interpellation of gender (7). As to Bakhtin’s carnival (as a celebration 
of transgression) in relation to feminist studies of body, it seems to turn womanhood as suspension and interrogation.  
Efrat Tseëlon gives a more definite statement to describe the ambivalence of masquerade. 
Masquerade unsettles and disrupts the fantasy of coherent, unitary, stable, mutually exclusive divisions. It 
replaces clarity with ambiguity, certainty with reflexivity, and phantasmic constructions of containment and 
closure with constructions that in reality are more messy, diverse, impure and imperfect. The masquerade, in 
 13
                                                                                                                                                                  
short, provides a paradigmatic challenge not only to dualistic differences between essence and appearance. 
It also challenges the whole discourse of difference that emerged with modernity (“Introduction” of 
Masquerade and Identities 3). 
With the above viewpoint, the issue of transgression emphasizes on a liminality crossed by two contrasting values or 
societies. See more discussions in Feminism, Bakhtin, and the Dialogic, M. Keith Booker’s Techniques of Subversion in 
Modern Literature: Transgression, Abjection, and the Carnivalesque (Gainesville: Floria UP, 1991.); The Politics and 
Poetics of Transgression (New York: Cornell UP, 1986), edited by Peter Stallybrass and Allon White; Masquerade and 
Identities：Essays on Gender, Sexuality and Marginality (London: Routledge, 2001), edited by Efrat Tseëlon. 
8  Literally, the metaphor indicates that a female hare runs so fast that no male ones could recognize where “she” is. 





保衛和平生活的思想主題」(<<北朝民歌>> 194)。迪士尼在網站的介紹 (“The story of a brave woman named Mulan 
has been told in China for nearly 2,000 years. Mulan is rumored to have been a real person.”) ，顯然化繁為簡。 
10  A vase is frequently related and symbolized to a girl with more physical beauty than intelligent mind. 
11  <<忠孝勇烈奇女傳>>，第十三回，木蘭之父是朱天祿。在＜木蘭詩＞中僅提及，「阿爺」。 
12  We can also treat this “debut” as Mulan’s initiation rite. 
13  <<忠孝勇烈奇女傳>>， 卷二有詳述。 
14  在＜木蘭詩＞中僅提及，「阿爺無大兒，木蘭無長兄，願為車馬鞍，從此替爺征」。在<<忠孝勇烈奇女傳>>，
木蘭不但繼承朱若虛的忠孝勇烈 而且出生時還有中國人對生「子」的祥瑞 (頁 213)。 
15  ＜木蘭詩＞沒有明確指出可汗派兵出征要討伐的對象。在譚潤生的<<北朝民歌>>中第二章詳述了北歌產生
的時代和五胡亂華的背景 (頁 19 -40)。 
16  In my study, the Bakhtinian novel helps not only in explicating Andre Lefevere’s translation as refraction but also 
enriching the Mulan legend as a kind of earlier romance in the western literature. The earlier romance, as the Bakhtinian 
novel, is viewed as a language of transgression and transformation (Dialogic Imagination). With this application, Mulan 
is romantic in dealing her love with the knightly Li Shang; Mulan is also subversive in blinding her comrades-in-arms. 
Mulan as a dialogical text to the Chinese Hua Mulan illustrates Bakhtin’s dialogism as a transgression of language and 
his concept of chronotope, “intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships, that are artistically expressed 
in literature” (Dialogic Imagination 84). In this light, Mulan is a hybrid character, a girl of ambivalence. 




寫 (近似 Bakhtin 的 “energetic type” of biography (Dialogic Imagination 40)。至於祖母黃氏完全沒有塑形。 
18  The “carnival characters” like Mushu are easily found and widely performed in most Disney-made animations and 
films, such as Flotsam and Jetsam in the Little Mermaid, Lumiere and Lefou in Beauty and Beast. (See Janet Wasko’s 
Understanding Disney for details). Generally speaking, the Bakhtinian carnivalization is socially norm-bound. To 
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Bakhtin, carnival is “a new mode of interrelationship of noncarnival life,” and it “brings together, unifies, weds, and 
combines the sacred with the profane, the lofty with the low, the great with the insignificant, the wise with the stupid” 
(Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 123). Bassnett also indicates translation with the dialogic concept in her “The 
Translation Turn in Cultural Studies.” 
Translation is, after all, dialogic in its very nature, involving as it does more than one voice. The study of 
translation, like the study of culture, needs a plurality of voices. And, similarly, the study of culture always 
involves an examination of the processes of encoding and decoding that comprise translation. (138) 
19  In one way, translation, according to Bhabha, is an act of blasphemy, for it is a moment when “a cultural tradition is 
being overwhelmed, or alienated, in the act of translation” (Location of Culture 228). But in Bassnett’s study, translation 
would be “documented as having been at various subversive, innovative, radical” (“The Meek or the Mighty” 13). 
20  The Chinese as a people of dragon (龍的傳人) is too ready to emphasize. In the Saidian concept, Mushu is very 
orientalistic for he is out of the Disney translator’s political, social and military imagination rather than a reality of 
recording. 
21  在＜木蘭詩＞，指尚書郎 (an ancient government post in charge of secretarial duties)。 
22  在＜木蘭詩＞中用 “可汗” (Khan)。在<<忠孝勇烈奇女傳>>，皇帝是唐太宗 (天可汗)。 
23  It seems to have a cultural hybridity here. In the source text, the Chinese emperor is both called “Khan” (“可汗”大
點兵) and the “son of God” (“天子”坐明堂). 
24  In Orientalism, Edward Said, in revising H. A. R. Gibb’s “orientalistic” study, mentions the word “Disneyism” 
(106-108). Though he does not mean to criticize the Disneyism so as to clarify how the Islam has been mis-represented, 
he seems to offer a general and negative ideology toward what the Disney industry has twisted in representing the other 
cultures. Janet Wasko’s Understanding Disney also delivers a better understanding of the Dinsey strategy in 
characterizing their cartoons. 
25  Literally, it means that the Chinese emperor proclaims an edict that all the males go to enroll the army immediately. 
26  In pinpointing the orientalistic crisis (meaning how one holds a textual attitude to reality), in his Orientalism, 
Edward Said points the limitations of Orientalism are the “limitations that follow upon disregarding, essentalizing, 
denuding the humanity of another culture, people, or geographical region,” but he continually pinpoints that Orientalism 
has taken a further step in viewing the Orient as something “whose existence is not only displayed but remained fixed in 
time and space for the West” (108); in this condition, “the west is the actor, the Orient a passive reactor. The West is the 
spectator, the judge and the jury, of every facet of Oriental behavior” (109). In this stage, Lefevere’s 
“mis-understanding” might be viewed as the orientalistic crisis Edward Said seriously holds down. 
What is required of the Oriental expert is no longer simply “understanding”: now the Orient must be made 
to perform, its power must be enlisted on the side of “our” values, civilization, interests, goals. Knowledge 
of the Orient is directly translated into activity, and the results give rise to new currents of thought and 
action in the Orient. But these in turn will require from the White Man a new assertion of control, this time 
not as the author of a scholarly work on the Orient but as the maker of contemporary history. . . . The 
Orientalist has now become a figure of Oriental history, indistinguishable from it, its shaper, its 
characteristic sign for the West. (Orientalism 238) 
In corresponding to L. Venuti’s Scandals of Translation, Bassnett’s and Lefevere’s concepts of translation, focuses on its 
being, though dangerous, “potentially subversive and significant” (46). 
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27  (in Buddism) Namah Amitabha (meaning, I devote myself entirely to Amitabha). 
28  廖炳惠教授在＜全球弱裔論述中之新興文化表達與比較文學方向芻議＞中提到了近晚世界文學中的四個面
向和一個問題：中國的文化與文學可能會對世界文學產生何種啟發？在應用 Homi Bhabha 的 “crosscutting” 來
闡述他的第二面向，他除了提到李安的<<臥虎藏龍>>和王家衛的<<花樣年華>>中的大小文化糾纏的狀況之外，




否，廖教授的「新興文化表達」其實和 Bassnett 及 Lefevere 的翻譯研究的觀點極為相近。 
29 In her Desire in Language, Julia Kristeva also indicates that “the language of the carnival is not simply parodic; it is 
no more comic than tragic; it is both at once” (“Word, Dialogue, and Novel” 50). 
30  In Ovidio Carbonell’s “The Exotic Space of Cultural Translation,” he develops translation as the “third space” and 
as a “sub-verted text” by applying Homi Bhabha’s cultural Other and Jameson’s thirdness, from where translation is 
related to a postcolonial debate/context.  
So the ‘third space’ is inevitably defied and brought closer to the Self’s ‘first space’ than to the Other’s 
second one. Translation is thwarted by inescapable strategies of estranging (of the familiar) and familization 
(of the exotic). The processes and cultural difference allow desired knowledges that satisfies the narcissistic 
needs of the West, rather than the knowledge genuinely deployed by the Other (either the East, the Third 
World, the Primitive or even the Ancient. (92) 
Translation as colony or as rewriting of the Other people is presumed here. See more discussions and perspectives in 
Post-colonial Translation. 
31  Pam Coats, the producer of the Mulan animation, expresses that when working the Mulan legend to the 
Disney-narrated story, she was impressed by Mulan’s selflessness, for what Mulan has done is not for herself but for her 
father and her family. With this in mind, she wanted to develop Mulan as a girl of courage and kindness, but she is not 
so saintly, so she’d like to make the heroine more human in certain circumstances. (Mulan: Special Edition (2004)). If 
connecting Coats’ words to Judith Butler’s concept of the “human,” which is “not only produced over and against the 
inhuman, but through a set of foreclosures, radical erasures, that are, strictly speaking, refused the possibility of cultural 
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